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New Life for Old Data: Compiling Global Diet Data of Freshwater Fishes
Background 
As the rise of technology and the internet has increased 
society’s ability to store and gather information, the amount 
of available data has grown exponentially. However, much of 
this data exists in different formats relative to each 
individual source. This lack of a universal format hinders 
scientists’ ability to work with data from multiple sources due 
to formatting conflict and frequently adds time to meta-
analyses. This project refines a method to reformat, or tidy, 
this large amount of messy data into a universal format to 
create easy to use online databases for future reference in 
scientific research. Data on fish diets taken from primary 
and gray (e.g. theses, dissertations, reports) literature was 
tidied and combined to create a single database through 
the programs Able2Extract, Microsoft Excel, and R. 
Methods  
Data from tables within PDF files of scientific 
papers were scanned in with Able2Extract and 
stored in an Excel document (step 1-2). These 
documents were then edited to a standard 
format with information relevant to the database 
from each paper (step 3). These edited Excel 
files were then tidied, or reformatted, in R to 
create a database (step 4). 
Best memory 
My best memory was working with and 
experiencing field work. I met new 
people, learned many things, saw cool 
locations, and made many fish puke! 
Results 
A total of 452 papers potentially relevant to freshwater 
fish diets were found. Of those papers, 71 were 
analyzed, with 39 containing relevant, extractable data. 
The remaining 32 papers had no relevant data or an 
issue with extraction. In total, 99 tables were extracted, 
yielding a database with 14572 observations of 22 
variables.  
